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filled.	would cut me off from my profession and leave me poor and 1896-1899
pecuniarily dependent.   On public and party grounds, I doubt whether ASe 42-47
at this moment and under existing political conditions, I would not
render as good service as second in command as in the position of leader.
From every point of view I thought that the best choice our party could
make was Campbell-Bannerman.
It was, however, not easy to form a cool and unbiased judgment in the
face of proceedings stamped, as it seemed to me, by cowardice and egotism,
and undignified by even the faintest tincture of a sense of public duty.
Thursday (Dec. 15) was occupied mainly in the attempt to collect my
thoughts as to what was—I will not say the best—but the least dangerous
and embarrassing thing to say at the meeting at Birmingham the following
evening, which I was under an engagement of long standing to attend.
During the whole of these three days—with the exception of a brief
and colourless interview with Bryce—I had not a word of communication
or counsel with any of my late colleagues in the Cabinet.
On Friday Dec. 16 I went down to Birmingham—in as " tight" a
situation as has perhaps befallen any party politician in our time. On that
morning I had a second letter1 from Harcourt, in rejoinder to my answer to
his first, the substance of my answer being (apart from a warm and quite
genuine acknowledgment of his personal kindness) that I " knew of
nothing in the condition of our party—either in the H. of Commons or
outside—which enabled me to understand why he had selected this
moment to form or to announce the resolution at which he said he had
arrived." I added that the matters referred to in his P.S. were all of
old standing. To this he replied that a course of intrigue had been to his
knowledge "long and carefully organised" to undermine his authority
and to make his position " unbearable and impossible." By way of
justifying his innuendoes, he spoke of his " whips " (meaning apparently
R. Ferguson and W. MacArthur) " speaking and voting against him,"
and added that he supposed that the choice of a new leader would involve
a demand for a " new programme " which meant that " all the old heads
of the Liberal creed are to be thrown over." As for him, he stuck to the
" old faith " and was resolved to " go down with the old ship." He had
not consulted me because he did not wish to compromise my future, and
was supremely happy at two things—" Lou Lou's impending slavery
and my own prospective freedom."
I found on my arrival at B'ham that the National Liberal Federation,
which had met there in the afternoon, had conducted itself with great
discretion, and I faced a huge meeting in the Town Hall with a speech
prepared (as to language) with extreme and unusual care, and perhaps
for that reason, both in form and matter not very inspiring, I thought
it right (after dealing cautiously with the question of the leadership) to
state, as clearly as I could, what I believed to be the true lines of Liberal
policy both as to foreign affairs and as to Ireland. It was a great
satisfaction and support to have my wife with me, and she made (in my
absence at an overflow meeting) what everybody who heard it considered
a most moving and effective reply to the vote of thanks.
We came back to London the next morning (Sat. Dec, 17th) and Ellis
* See p, 123.

